
I wrote this letter several years ago to a friend in pain. 
 
I heard an interview with Mary Chapin Carpenter years ago talking about the origins of her post-911 
song Grand Central Station.  She said that on the one year anniversary of 9/11 she was listening to the 
radio: "There was this iron worker being interviewed and he had been one of the first responders there at 
ground zero. He had been one of the bucket brigade, when they didn't have all the heavy equipment, 
they just had buckets. So he was there with everyone else, just using his hands and he worked there with 
a crew for a long time…  They'd go in every day and come out every day and they all felt very strongly the 
first few days that they were going to find survivors.  But when it became clear that that wasn't going to 
happen, they also all felt that there were spirits there.....  and that it was their responsibility to bring 
these spirits out of this place, to allow them to find their way home.  And one night he found himself 
going to Grand Central Terminal and standing on the platform, as if he had brought all the spirits out 
with him…like he carried them on his back and then they left him and caught their trains home.....        
and I just couldn't believe that story.  I thought about it for a week, and then I wrote the song Grand 
Central Station” 
 
Picturing those scenes, I got an image of Jesus as the First Responder--- as the One who witnesses with 
you all the horrible earth things... the One Who then carries the souls of the dear wrecked bodies and 
releases them. It is unfair and intolerable for you to be the one to shoulder the weight of pain and 
screaming and shock and loss, but I think that is what we have expected firemen/paramedics/police to 
do. That's what they do. Somebody has to be first to the scene. 
 
But the pain of being a witness has to go somewhere.  
 
I know I don't have a clue what you have seen and heard, what you have smelled in the scenes you have 
lived. But I believe it is fair and right to expect that if He has called you to this role He can keep you 
company in it, not stand off expecting you to handle it alone. I would call Him on this. There's nothing 
brutal He hasn't seen or lived Himself.   
 
 I just want you to have some company:  Jesus as First Responder. 
 
 
This is the message I wanted to give my friend. It was written with him specifically in mind but years 
later we are hearing daily about frontline workers. They may not have the same visuals as first 
responders but there is still urgency and fear and ever present potential death.  Even those who are not 
at the front may be battling serious fear and isolation. 
 
So what do we want or need? (This is always a good question to sit with, to get at the guts of things) 
 
As children our parents were ideally our frontrunners. They checked the closets and under the bed for 
our imagined monsters and they left the night light on. As adults we battle different enemies but we are 
still the same as children who are afraid of the dark and struggle not to feel alone or afraid or 
overwhelmed. It is amazing that so many of His promises address these fears specifically.  The God who 
sees.   The God who is present.  
 
What would it be like to sense Jesus in this with us.   The One who is already at the scene, whatever that 
place is for us.  Not just a witness but a strong Presence and kind Companion. The first call we make. 


